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Abstract
Although female graduate psychology students outnumber 
male students three to one (Fowler, et. al., 2018), women are 
still likely to experience more challenges than men during 
their doctoral programs (Bireda, 2015). Women doctoral 
students are faced with the challenges of learning how to 
integrate their personal identities, such as partner, mother, or 
caregiver with their emerging identity of academician 
(Rockinson-Szapkiw et al, 2017). Women doctoral students 
often describe these conflicting roles as altering their overall 
self-concept, which often leads to feelings of loss, mistrust, 
and disconnect (Balatti & Whitehouse, 2001). This poster 
highlights ways in which self-concept in women may impact 
academic success. Recommendations are provided that 
support the cultivation of self-concept resilience factors and 
promote the academic success of women doctoral students.
Self-Concept in Women
• Self-concept is an overarching construct comprised of self-
image, self-esteem, and ideal-self (Rogers, 1959). 
• Self-concept has also been described as “The individual’s 
belief about herself, including the person’s attributes and 
who and what the self is” (Baumeister, 1999). 
• Domains within self-concept include social self-concept, 
physical self-concept, emotional and moral self-concept, 
and academic self-concept (Deeba & Shah, 2016).
• Women tend to understand themselves in relation to others 
more so than men (Gilligan, 1982). 
• A woman’s intersectionality of race, sexuality, SES and 
other variables are also likely to impact her self-concept 
(Davis, 2008).
• Little girls are more likely to perceive themselves within 
stereotypical gender roles, suggesting that women learn to 
adhere to feminine stereotypes at a relatively young age 
which may impact their authentic self-concept formation 
(Bosacki, Varnish, & Akseer, 2008). 
• Self-concept is learned and not inherent, and although it 
starts forming in the early years, it continues to develop 
and transform throughout an individual’s lifetime 
(Ackerman, 2018). 
Challenges Women Face in Academia
• Women report higher levels of stress while completing 
their doctoral programs compared to their male 
counterparts (Oswalt & Riddock, 2007).
• The most common stressors impacting women doctoral 
students include self-expectations, lack of self-confidence, 
frequent evaluations, volume of work, time management 
and navigating social relationships/roles (Bireda, 2015).
• Since a woman’s self-concept is directly tied in with her 
relationships to others, when a woman has a negative 
experience, such as school issues, she is more likely to see 
it as a self-concept issue rather than an external problem 
(Nolen-Hoeksema, 2010).
• Internal conflict may arise between the development of an 
academic identity with other identities (Eisenbach, 2013).
• Women’s various caregiver roles often lead to increased 
stress and pressure to be a good caregiver and a good 
student which can result in burnout (Bireda, 2015). 
• Women doctoral students tend to feel conflicting 
emotions, such as guilt and frustration in tandem with 
feelings of satisfaction and pride in their own scholarly 
work more often due to lost time and relationships from 
the obligation of doctoral work (Brown & Watson, 2010).
• Women describe feeling as if their conflicting roles 
change their overall self-concept. This change in self-
concept led to feelings of loss, mistrust, and disconnect 
(Balatti & Whitehouse, 2001). 
• Due to the compounding stressors women face, they tend 
to be less likely to complete their degree than men 
(Schmidt & Umans, 2014).
Recommendations
• More research is needed to examine how innate 
qualities and life factors influence a woman’s self-
concept and how a woman’s self-concept impacts her 
opportunities for academic and professional success. 
• Higher education administrations can develop and 
implement trainings that support the cultivation of 
self-concept resilience factors and promote the 
academic success of women doctoral students.
• Higher education administrations can facilitate regular 
programs/support groups to provide a space for 
women students to check-in, receive resources, and 
conduct peer mentorship.
• Higher education administrations can work to provide 
resources specific to women doctoral students, such as 
childcare assistance, financial assistance, and 
supervisory experiences surrounding women’s needs.
• Research shows when women are able to successfully 
integrate their various identities, an optimal sense of 
well-being and balance can occur (Rockinson-Szapkiw
et al., 2017).
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